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Background Information: 

 

1. Description of research need: 

The OSAC-GEO has drafted a guide for visual color determination of forensic soil samples.  This guide is 

based on well-established methods for soil color characterization in field settings for pedologic applications  

 

Numerous studies have demonstrated the reliability of this method based on repeatability, bias between 

scientists, and bias between soil color charts.  This method has been used for decades in forensic 

laboratories, and during case verifications.  

 

Forensic samples are sometimes limited in quantity. Research is needed to determine 1) the minimum size 

requirements for color determination by visual comparison to soil color charts and 2) if there are color 

biases imparted while characterizing small samples.  This study should include representative soils in this 

evaluation to include organic-rich soils, and mineral-rich soils ranging color. 
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3a. In what ways would the research results improve current laboratory capabilities? 

Virtually all forensic laboratories performing soil examination use color in their examinations processes, and 

most if not all use visual color determination. A study addressing the size limitation of this method would 

strengthen existing processes. 

 

3b. In what ways would the research results improve understanding of the scientific basis for the 

subcommittee(s)? 

A study documenting the size limits for accurate color determination would validate well-established 

methodologies in soil color determination for forensic sized samples. 

 

3c.  In what ways would the research results improve services to the criminal justice system? 

The results would bolster a widely accepted method. 

 

4.  Status assessment (I, II, III, or IV): III  Major gap in 

current 

knowledge 

Minor gap in 

current 

knowledge 
   

  No or limited 

current research 

is being conducted 
I III 

  Existing current 

research is being 

conducted 
II IV 
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This research need has been identified by one or more subcommittees of OSAC and is being provided as an 

informational resource to the community. 
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